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'XII. Obfervations on a Comet. In a Letter from Williams 
Herfchel, LL.D. F. R. S. to Sir Jofeph. Banks, Bart.. 
P.R.S. 


Read April 2, 1789^ 


S I R, Slough, March 3, 1789. 

T HE laft time I was in town, you exprefled a with to fee 
my obfervations on the comet which my lifter, Caro- 
bine Herschel, difcovered in the evening of the 21ft of laft 
December, not far from 0 Lyrae. 

As fhe immediately acquainted the Rev. Dr. Maskelyne,, 
and feveral other gentlemen, with her difcovery, the comet 
was obferved by many of them. The Aftronomer Royal, in 
particular, having, I find, obtained a very good fet of valuable 
obfervations on its path, it will be fufficient if I communicate 
only thofe particulars which relate to its firft appearance, and' 
a few other circumftances that may perhaps deferve to be 
noticed. 

December 21, 1788, about 8 o’clock, I viewed the comet, 
which my lifter had a little while before pointed out to me with 
her fmall Newtonian jweeper. In my inftrument, which was a. 
ten-feet reflector, it had the appearance of a confiderably. 
bright nebula; of an irregular, round form ; very gradually 
brighter in the middle; and about five or fix minutes in dia¬ 
meter. The fituation was low, and not very proper for inftru— 
meats with high powers. 

2 December- 
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December 22, about half after five o’clock in the morning, 
I viewed it again, and perceived that it had moved apparently 
in a dire&ion towards 3 Lyra, or thereabout. I had been en¬ 
gaged all night with the twenty-feet ( inftrument, fo that there 
had been no leifure to prepare my apparatus for taking the 
place of the comet; but in the evening of the fame day, I 
took its fituation three times, as follows : 

Dec. 22. at 23 42 19 fidereal time, the comet palled the wire, 
at 23 49 24 (3 Lyra paffed the fame, 
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very accurate. 


I found in every obfervation the fmall ftar which accompa¬ 
nies (3 Lyrae *, exactly in the parallel of the comet. 

Thefe tranfits were taken with a ten-feet refle&or; and the 
difference in right afcenfion, I Ihould fuppofe, may be de¬ 
pended upon to within a fecond of time. The determination 

* For this fmall ftar fee my Catalogue of Double Stars, in the Philofophica! 
Tranfa&ions for the year 1782, Parti. Clafs V. Star 3. where its diftance and 
pofition are given* and cdnfequently its parallel may be found* 

slfo 



Dr. Herschel’s Obfervations on a Comet. 1 5 - 3 ; 
alfo of the parallel can hardly err fo much as fifteen feconds of 
a degree. 

This, and feveral evenings afterwards, I viewed the comet 
again with fuch powers as its diluted light would permit, but 
could not perceive any fort of nucleus, which, had it been a 
fingle fecond in diameter, I think, could not well have efcaped 
me. This circumftance feems to be of fome confequence to 
thofe who turn their thoughts on the inveftigation of the na¬ 
ture of comets; efpecially as I have alfo formerly made the 
fame remark on one of the comets difcovered by M. Mech aim 
in 1787, a former one of my filler’s in 1786, and one of Mr. 
Pigott’s in 1783; in neither of which any defined, folii 
nucleus could be perceived. 

I have the honour to remain. See. 

WILLIAM HERSCHEL. 



